These changes and proposals have benefitted UOCAVA voters, but they have also created new challenges-and new opportunities-for state and local election offices. In their communications with state and local election officials, FVAP staffers learn about new and innovative practices and programs that election offices develop to benefit UOCAVA voters. FVAP also receives questions from election jurisdictions about UOCAVA voting and how to best serve this population. FVAP recognized that all state and local jurisdictions could benefit from learning about the range of practices that are being implemented across the United States. By engaging with state and local election offices-and working hand-in-hand with them-FVAP learns about methods for improving the UOCAVA process, develops consensus on recommendations that states and localities across the country could implement, and then communicates those recommendations widely.
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For more than 150 years, states have been at the forefront of ensuring that military personnel are able to vote. Absentee voting and in-person, early voting were first widely used in the election of 1864, so that troops fighting in the Civil War could vote in the presidential election. Today, states continue to be at the vanguard of improving the electoral process.
Many active duty military personnel are located in remote areas abroad and have limited access to life back home, including voting. U.S. citizens living overseas also have unique challenges in exercising their right to vote. The challenges these voters face are complicated by wide variation in how states conduct elections and how absentee ballots are processed. Examining current practice and identifying laws, policies and procedures is critical for improving the voting process.
In September 2013, The Council of State Governments, or CSG, and the Federal Voting Assistance Program, or FVAP, entered into a four-year, $3.2 million cooperative agreement to study the complex nature of the voting process for service members, their families and U.S. citizens living abroad and to identify effective mechanisms for addressing these voters' specific issues. This partnership, the Overseas Voting Initiative, or OVI, had the goal of leveraging the expertise of state election officialsas well as their local counterparts-and improving the voting process for those citizens subject to the Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act, or UOCAVA, with an emphasis on improving the return rate of overseas absentee ballots. States have long been at the forefront of efforts to improve voting for military personnel, their dependents and other overseas citizens. This partnership advanced insights from the states to FVAP, providing insights into how best to improve UOCAVA voting without requiring additional federal legislation or cumbersome "one-size-fits-all" requirements. It also augments FVAP's ongoing efforts to engage its stakeholders-especially state and local election offices-and improves the voting process for individuals covered under UOCAVA and for the election offices that have implemented its provisions.
This CSG-FVAP collaboration was important because, over the past two decades, there have been many voting changes associated with individuals covered by UOCAVA. Since 2000, there have been amendments to UOCAVA included in the Help America Vote Act 1 , or HAVA and the Military and Overseas Voter Empowerment 2 , or MOVE, Act. Several National Defense Authorization Acts 3 have also modified UOCAVA. These changes require state and local election offices to remain ever-vigilant and to be innovative as they serve the UOCAVA population. For example, election offices are now required to provide an option to transmit blank ballots to UOCAVA voters electronically, a requirement mandated by the MOVE Act. Introduction 3 augment its ongoing efforts to engage its stakeholders-especially state and local election offices. The working groups provided stakeholders with the opportunity to come together and discuss concrete measures that would improve the UOCAVA voting process for state and, local election offices, and for individuals covered by the law.
The three CSG OVI working groups examined critical areas for improving UOCAVA voting, including:
• Improving communications and connections between UOCAVA citizens and their election offices;
• Making voter registration easier for UOCAVA citizens;
• Considering how DoD digital signature capabilities can facilitate document signing by certain UOCAVA voters;
• Examining how the ballot duplication process can be improved through transparent standard operating procedures and new technologies;
• Identifying a data standard for reporting EAC EAVS Section B, or ESB, data; and
• Recommending critical changes to Section B of the EAC EAVS to streamline the survey and make it less burdensome to state and local election offices.
The membership of these three working groups was comprised of active state and local election officials. The working groups were supported by staff from CSG. Each working group held a series of meetings in which they heard from key stakeholders and considered various ways in which elections could be improved for UOCAVA citizens. At the end of the process, each working group produced a series of recommendations detailing how the UOCAVA process could be improved.
The CSG OVI Policy Working Group was created to examine military and overseas voting recommendations from the Presidential Commission on Election Administration, or PCEA, as well as other successful programs and practices across the country. This working group was a very important starting point for the CSG OVI because it identified barriers to UOCAVA voting that states can typically overcome by being proactive in their policy analysis and adoption. The CSG OVI Policy Working Group used the many successful programs and practices across the country related to military and overseas voting as the foundation for its work. The working group focused its efforts by creating three subgroups focused on Voter Communication; Voter Registration; and Engagement with the U.S. Military Community.`
The working group met multiple times over a two-year period to discuss policy innovations administered at the state and local level. The meetings also included presentations from academic researchers; election data analysts; FVAP officials; U.S. Election Assistance Commission, or EAC, members; and state and local election officials. The members of the working group also met with voting assistance officers-the men and women who work directly with uniformed service members and their eligible dependents-to learn about the UOCAVA process from their perspectives.`
Examples of successful state programs examined by the CSG OVI Policy Working Group:
• Oregon is a national leader in the use of plain language by government agencies. State law requires its agencies to use plain language and the state has a website that guides agencies through the process of turning bureaucratic jargon into easily accessible language.
• Louisiana has an online voter registration system that ensures voters covered by UOCAVA can register to vote and request an absentee ballot easily. If a UOCAVA voter is already registered, he or she can log onto the state's election portal and request an absentee ballot. Louisiana also allows a voter to submit a Federal Post Card Application, or FPCA, one time and have it remain valid across multiple elections, thereby easing the burden on UOCAVA voters.
• The Washington Secretary of State's website links to separate but similarly formatted voter guides for each of its counties (and vice-versa). This strategy ensures that overseas voters will find consistent election information for their county, regardless of whether they are searching the state or county website.
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The Voter Communication subgroup investigated strategies to improve communications with U.S. military and overseas voters such as enhancements to written materials, as well as the use of social media and digital communication tools. The subgroup made recommendations related to the use of plain language in election materials, the use of election websites and social media platforms, information regarding the contests that are on a voter's ballot, and information regarding the status of a voter's ballot (either it was accepted or rejected).
The Voter Registration subgroup studied how to improve voter registration and voting processes using the Federal Post Card Application, or FPCA. The FPCA was designed to streamline the voting process for military and overseas voters by combining the voter registration application and the request for an absentee ballot, but it is subject to different rules based on varying state laws. The subgroup reviewed best practices around the country and considered how to improve the administration of FPCAs nationwide. The subgroup recommended that states accept the FPCA as a permanent registration application and establish the period of validity for an absentee ballot request be one full federal election cycle.
The subgroup also considered how to tailor online voter registration systems to accommodate military and overseas voters more effectively. The subgroup reviewed systems in states that have adopted online voter registration and studied best practices associated with this process. The subgroup recommended that states design their online voter registration systems so that a UOCAVA voter can use the online system to register to vote and apply for an absentee ballot, with the request being equivalent to an FPCA submission.
The Engagement with the U.S. Military Community subgroup reviewed successful partnerships between local election offices and military installations to determine best practices on how election officials across the country could build partnerships with military communities to better engage military voters. This subgroup recommended that state and local election administrators implement programs and policies that actively engage their local military communities on overseas voting issues through actions such as the recruiting of military spouses to work and volunteer in local and state election offices.
Findings from FVAP's 2016 post-election survey of state election officials indicates that at least 60 percent of officials were aware of each CSG OVI Policy Working Group recommendation and that most states had already implemented or planned to implement CSG OVI Policy Working Group recommendations in the future as is shown in the following charts: 
Figure 3: State Implementation of CSG Voter Communication Recommendations
The CSG OVI Technology Working Group was created to consider the role of technology in the UOCAVA voting process and to determine how technology can be used to improve UOCAVA voting.
States have long been innovators in the use of technology in elections. Identifying and disseminating best practices has long been a strength of CSG and this working group built upon the excellent work being done in many states. The CSG OVI Technology Working Group members identified three areas to explore based on the increased use of electronic blank ballot delivery within the election community because of the MOVE Act. In response, the CSG OVI Technology Working Group formed the following subgroups to address three core areas: Duplication Methods for Unreadable/Damaged Ballots; Potential Uses of Digital Signatures Originating from Common Access Cards; and using Data Standardization and Performance Metric Methodologies to inform policy decisions for the improvement of UOCAVA processes. 6
CSG Overseas Voting Initiative Technology Working Group 6
The Military and Overseas Voter Empowerment Act, or MOVE Act, expanded UOCAVA significantly in 2009, when Congress passed the law to provide greater protections for service members, their families and overseas citizens. Among other provisions, the MOVE Act requires states to transmit validly requested absentee ballots to UOCAVA voters no later than 45 days before a federal election when the request has been received by that date, except where the state has been granted an undue hardship waiver approved by the Department of Defense for that election.
The Unreadable/Damaged Ballot Duplication subgroup investigated the types of problems that can result when nonstandard ballots cannot be processed by the tabulation system and the special handling required for these ballots to be processed and counted by a local election office's tabulation system. This subgroup noted that jurisdictions should select a duplication process that fits their legal framework and serves the number of UOCAVA voters appropriately. It recommended that jurisdictions adopt clear procedures for ballot duplication to ensure auditability and that, if the jurisdiction adopts advanced duplication technologies, the system promotes transparency for election officials and external observers.
States have long been at the forefront of introducing technology innovations to government, including to election administration. There are many examples of how states are providing leadership in technology use to improve UOCAVA voting. For example:
• The State of New Jersey worked with Scytl, an election technology solutions provider, to examine ballot duplication solutions and identify the key issues related to the use of technology in ballot duplication. This analysis identified criteria-including cost, auditability, transparency, speed, ease of use, and accuracy-that should be evaluated in comparing whether to use automated ballot duplication instead of manually duplicating a ballot.
• Nevada created an online ballot delivery system that seamlessly integrates all parts of the UOCAVA voting process into a one-stop resource. This system dynamically integrates data from multiple sources for users to complete all of the documents necessary to register to vote, update existing voter registration information, request an absentee ballot, as well as receive and mark their ballot electronically. Building on its existing legal foundation, Nevada permits UOCAVA voters to use electronic and digital signatures to sign voter registration, absentee ballot requests and balloting materials. This innovation reduces barriers encountered by UOCAVA voters. For example, UOCAVA voters are often without access to a printer and/or scanner and therefore less likely to return their ballot due the additional steps necessary to sign their documents with a wet signature.
• Colorado has excellent data collection practices for UOCAVA voters, which allows it to be at the forefront of data standardization efforts. As Colorado developed its statewide voter registration database, they ensured that the data requested for the EAC's EAVS and data requested by FVAP could be captured in the state's system. There was a special emphasis put on tracking data on military and overseas voter registration and participation because this information is frequently requested by legislators for budgeting and bill drafting. The state also works closely with its county clerks and their staff to ensure that the data entry is consistent to maintain the quality of the data.
The Common Access Card/Digital Signature Verification subgroup studied the ability of military personnel, U.S. Department of Defense-or DoD-civilian employees, eligible contractor personnel and certain other individuals to sign documents securely and electronically, using the DoD Common Access Card, or CAC, digital signature. This subgroup recommended that states accommodate the use of CAC digital signatures in the election process for UOCAVA voters and allow the use of a CAC digital signature to complete election-related activities-such as submitting a FPCA to register to vote-and to provide an option for military personnel to designate their UOCAVA voting status using a state's online election portal. They also recommended that state election offices work with FVAP and their local election offices to develop procedures and training materials regarding acceptance and use of a CAC digital signature and that they educate UOCAVA voters about using a CAC digital signature in the voting process.
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The Data Standardization/Performance Metrics subgroup considered the benefits that would be achieved from having a single data standard for collecting and reporting UOCAVA-specific voter data at the transaction level-each critical interaction between the voter and state or local election office. This working group recommended that state and local election offices work with FVAP and the EAC to adopt and implement a UOCAVA Data Standard to reduce the burden of completing federal reporting requirements for military and overseas voting and provide better data related to the voter's experience and the drivers of voter success. The group also recommended that a partner agency be identified to ensure the continued use of this standard and for continued collaborations with the National Institute of Standards and Technology, or NIST, to establish data repositories and related standards to support the long-term sustainability of the ESB.
In FVAP leadership recognized the need to address the burden Section B was creating for states and localities, and requested that the OVI create a working group consisting of state and local election officials to review Section B and determine how it could be streamlined. The CSG OVI EAVS Section B Working Group members met several times and developed key recommendations for improving the EAVS Section B. The recommendations of the working group were provided to FVAP and the EAC at the conclusion of the group's work. The EAC implemented these recommendations in fielding the 2016 EAVS.
The recommendations made by the OVI EAVS Section B Working Group resulted in the EAC improving the EAVS data collection process dramatically in 2016. Based on the recommendations of the working group, the EAC:
• Adjusted the survey instrument so that 73 separate items no longer had to be answered;
• Improved the clarity of the Supplemental Instruction Manual that explains each EAVS item;
• Conducted two webinars that explained various aspects of the EAVS to state and local election offices; and
• Conducted two detailed webinars that explained how to answer the EAVS questions.
The working group recommendations included removing redundancies from the EAVS-a total of 73 questions were removed from the EAVS entirely and parts of four other questions were deleted-and improving the overall understanding of each question by adding better instructions to the Supplemental Instruction Manual that accompanies the EAVS. The working group also recommended that the EAC conduct more outreach to state and local election offices as they work to execute the EAVS, including conducting webinars and creating videos that provide greater assistance in completing the EAVS.
CSG Overseas Voting Initiative EAVS Section B Working Group
8 CSG and FVAP also worked closely through the CSG OVI on three innovative research projects. These research projects each addressed a specific aspect of the UOCAVA process and were intended to improve the overall experience for UOCAVA voters in the future.
The CSG OVI Technology Working Group made recommendations related to the adoption of the ESB Data Standard. 9 The ESB Data Standard is used to collect and report transactional data about UOCAVA voters. Such a data standard can be integrated directly with existing election administrative systems and export the UOCAVA transactional data in a common format for post-election reporting and other administrative uses. The transactional data could then be easily and accurately aggregated into the summaries needed for post-election reporting, such as the EAVS, without significant cost or loss of data quality.
One reason why this data standard is so important to states, the election community, and FVAP, is that standardized data can facilitate the collection of better information from states and local election offices regarding the UOCAVA voting experience. FVAP needs these data in order to fulfill its Congressional mandate to assist UOCAVA voters and these data can be used to identify and understand the bottlenecks that exist in the UOCAVA process. Armed with high-quality information, detailed policy analyses can be conducted to determine how identified problems can be ameliorated.
Currently, FVAP and other election researchers typically study voters' experiences using data that is aggregated to the local jurisdiction level; the EAVS data is aggregated this way. Aggregate data can be analyzed in many ways but there are limits to how it can be used. For example, examining the rate of UOCAVA ballots that were rejected can indicate if an issue exists, but it provides little insight regarding where in the process problems are arising or whether multiple issues are occurring.
Individual level data, on the other hand, allows for a much more granular analysis to be conducted, which enables FVAP to identify more clearly the challenges that hinder UOCAVA voters. In order to determine the efficacy of analyzing individual level UOCAVA data, a pilot study was conducted using The pilot data analyses conducted illustrated the benefits of these data. For example, individual level data collected from the participants typically included the date when the ballot was requested, the date the local election office transmitted the ballot to the voter, the date the ballot was received by the local election office from the voter, and the final adjudication of the ballot (accepted or rejected). Under the MOVE Act, UOCAVA voters who request a ballot at least 45 days prior to the election are also required to be sent their ballot by their local election office at least 45 days prior to the election. Using individual level data, it is possible to determine if voters who receive their ballots earlier are more likely to return their ballots and are less likely to have their ballots rejected. It is also possible to determine if delivering the voter their blank ballot electronically-typically by email-results in a faster ballot return and if it impacts the likelihood that the ballots are counted.
The pilot also identified three issues associated with data quality: time inconsistency, coding inconsistency, and coverage inconsistency. Because of the importance of the timing of ballot transmission and submission, accurately and consistently recording the timing of ballot request, ballot transmission, and ballot return are critical. Local election offices need to have standard operating procedures for processing and recording each step in the process for these data to be uniform. States also code various UOCA-VA activities, such as electronic ballot transmission, differently, which creates issues for data processing. There is also a divide between state and local jurisdictions that can report individual level data to be included in these analyses and jurisdictions that cannot.
These pilot analyses illustrated the benefits that can come from adopting a data standard for UOCAVA data. If more states adopt the ESB standard, FVAP will be able to do more sophisticated studies that are likely to improve the UOCAVA voting process over the long-term.
Too often, discussions surrounding absentee ballots for active duty military serving overseas center on the belief there is a systemic problem with successfully transmitting ballots to these voters by mail. When these voters cast their absentee by-mail ballots, they are often unsure of the status of their ballots in the process, unless their state or local election jurisdiction is one that notifies voters when their ballots are received and processed. For military voters, this uncertainty is heightened because their ballots travel through two different mail systems: the Military Postal Service, or the MPS, and the United States Postal Service, or the USPS.
Additionally, previous research conducted by FVAP illustrates that a challenge exists in dispelling the myth that the ballots of active duty military serving overseas are only considered for tabulation and counted in close elections. Dispelling this myth requires a method to positively assure military voters
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Military Ballot Tracking Pilot that their ballots are accepted for tabulation, not just a notification to them if their ballot is rejected, which occurs in some jurisdictions. One way to address this issue is to track military ballots through the entire overseas military voting process, from the election office to the voter, and back to the election office.
Through the CSG OVI, FVAP implemented the Military Ballot Tracking Pilot, or MBTP, with direct support from the USPS and the Military Postal Service Agency, or MPSA. Through the MBTP, overseas military ballots were tracked during the 2016 general election in six local election jurisdictions. The local election offices that participated in the pilot included: City and County of Denver, Colorado; Escambia County, Florida; Harris County, Texas; Okaloosa County, Florida; Orange County, California; and San Diego County, California. Each ballot was tracked from the time it left the local election office, as it was transferred through the USPS, through the MPS, and finally as it was delivered to the military voter. The return trip, from voter to local election office, was also tracked.
The MBTP examined the feasibility of providing a full life cycle tracking of ballots to and from military personnel serving overseas as a method of increasing customer service and visibility, and improving data collection so that systemic problems with the mailing of ballot materials to military personnel serving overseas could be identified.
The MBTP's evaluation included analysis of election management transactional data-which captures each local election office-voter interaction-furnished by participating local election offices, parcel scan data furnished from MPSA and USPS, technical feedback from the pilot's principal stakeholders (CSG, FVAP, CSG, the MPSA and the USPS) and participating local election offices, and a customer satisfaction survey of voters who were afforded this tracking service. Additionally, participating military personnel who received materials through the MBTP were asked about their overall satisfaction with the pilot.
MBTP participating voters expressed satisfaction levels for various segments of the process and the instructions provided. The vast majority of respondents indicated that they were satisfied and found the process to be easy. Nearly all respondents answered that they were satisfied with the email instructions, found it easy to use the ballot tracking process and found the instructions easy to navigate.
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The evaluation found that 85 to 90 percent of all ballots were successfully delivered to destination Military Post Offices, or MPOs. One issue identified by the pilot was that variable application of parcel scans within the postal system on balloting materials illustrated the need for greater business processing improvement; mail that is not scanned cannot be appropriately tracked. Critically, 98 percent of all overseas active duty military personnel who participated in the MPTB were satisfied or very satisfied with their experience. Based on the MBTP's success, the USPS is examining the development of new products and services to enable local election officials to offer a similar ballot tracking experience to military personnel overseas for the 2018 general election, with the possibility of continued enhancements in time for the 2020 presidential election.
Under UOCAVA, FVAP is required to design the national voter registration and absentee ballot request form, the Federal Post Card Application, or FPCA, as well as the Federal Write-In Absentee Ballot form, or FWAB. FVAP is committed to ensuring that these forms are as easy and effective as possible for both voters and election officials to use and reviews the forms every two years. The FPCA allows eligible UOCAVA voters to apply to register to vote, request an absentee ballot, and update their contact information with their local election office, and is often the primary method of communication between UOCAVA voters and their election officials. The FWAB is a write-in absentee ballot that can be used as a backup by UOCAVA voters who have not received their requested state ballot in time to vote by the election deadline. Both forms are produced in paper form for distribution, are online as a PDF, and can be completed via an online assistant on the FVAP website.
FVAP asked CSG to oversee this important review and redesign of the FPCA and FWAB through the OVI. The OVI worked with Fors Marsh Group to conduct this research, bringing together experts in form design, plain language, user experience, qualitative research, and election administration. There were five steps to this review.
1. Key stakeholders-including state and local election officials-were interviewed and provided insights regarding the current form and issues they had experienced with the survey.
2. Based on stakeholder feedback and an expert review of the forms, new draft forms were created and then tested on current, former, or potential UOCAVA voters. The results of this initial round of usability testing were used to make recommendations for changing the forms, and for creating new draft forms.
3. Detailed feedback was gathered on the second draft of the prototype forms from FVAP personnel, election officials, and voting assistance officers. These stakeholders again provided feedback, pointing out features of the draft forms that they felt would improve usability, and suggested areas for further improvements to the draft forms.
4. Information gathered to date was used to create a third iteration of the draft FPCA and FWAB forms. Another round of usability testing was conducted to obtain additional feedback from current, former, or potential UOCAVA voters. Based on findings from this round of testing, the recommendations for changing the forms were provided to FVAP and CSG OVI staff. Once a consensus was reached, the draft forms were modified in an effort to further improve their usability. These draft forms took into account all of the information gathered up to this point in the project.
5.
A final round of usability testing was conducted on the draft forms. This final round of testing provided insights into any potential remaining usability issues for the prototype forms. This round of testing showed that many of the previous difficulties with the forms had been resolved and a final round of edits was made based on the final round of usability tests. The resulting forms were made available to FVAP for DoD approval, public comment via the Federal Register, and final review by the Office of Management and Budget.
The goal of the OVI collaboration between CSG and FVAP was to improve the voting process for UO-CAVA citizens, especially improving the return rate of overseas absentee ballots. The two organizations also wanted to see this relationship augment FVAP's ongoing efforts to engage its stakeholdersespecially state and local election offices. The working groups created under the CSG OVI provided stakeholders with the opportunity to come together and discuss concrete measures that would improve the UOCAVA voting process for states, local election offices, and for individuals covered by the law.
The three CSG OVI working groups examined critical areas for improving UOCAVA voting over the course of the four-year initiative with over a dozen working group meetings and numerous subgroup meetings and conference calls. The efforts of these working groups were heavily publicized by CSG at their 2015 and 2016 annual meetings, which provided an opportunity for state legislators, state election officials, and others to learn about this important work. In addition, CSG created and shared several reports based on the findings and recommendations from each of the OVI working groups. These reports and specific recommendations are available on the CSG OVI website: http://www.csg.org/ovi/.
The CSG OVI has also provided FVAP with the opportunity to conduct pilot studies of military ballot tracking and data analyses using individual level UOCAVA data. The success of both these pilots provided FVAP with evidence that further explorations in these areas will likely provide valuable information to state election offices regarding how to better serve their UOCAVA population.
The CSG OVI working groups and the pilot projects-with their associated research-have provided FVAP with connections to state and local election officials with the opportunity to serve as ambassadors to their peers regarding the importance of improving UOCAVA voting and participating in future pilot initiatives.
FWAB/FPCA Usability Testing
Improving the UOCAVA Election Administration Landscape
Founded in 1933, The Council of State Governments is our nation's only organization serving all three branches of state government. CSG is a region-based forum that fosters the exchange of insights and ideas to help state officials shape public policy. This offers unparalleled regional, national and international opportunities to network, develop leaders, collaborate and create problem-solving partnerships. 
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